However, even at the time, question marks were raised over the status of the film. For example, the central "family" was no such thing. Maggie Dirrane (mother), Coleman "Tiger" King (father), and "Michaleen" Dillane (son ) were cast to play these roles. As John Taylor, an assistant on the original film, recalled for Stoney, the term mockumentary rather than documentary was being bandied about in connection with Man of Aran even as the crew returned to London.
By the mid-seventies, such criticisms had long since crescendoed not just about Man of Aran but the whole classic documentary tradition of which it is part. It was not only the misrepresentations but the very basics of such documentary filming which had become suspect. Direct cinema had swept aside all stagings, all casting, all reconstructions of prior witnessed events, all interviews, all commentary, and even all minimal interventions calling for actions to be repeated and the like. Instead, a strict observationalism (in the form of long, hand-held, available light, and actual sync shooting) and an ethic of non-intervention of any kind promised a new level of realist representation. Direct cinema not only claimed to offer evidence of the world at heightened levels of objectivity and veracity but it also stridently denied that any other documentary form could do the same.
The tradition Flaherty had founded and in which Stoney had then been working for more than twenty years was declared to be fatally flawed. The films they and others had made were, in their essence, mendacious and bogus; any claim they made to be documentary was simply a fraud on the audience. How the Myth Was Made, created nearly two decades after direct cinema (and this assault) began, was Stoney's considered response. It is typical that he should couch his rationale for making the film in terms of the positive need of a teacher to enlarge his students' understanding and experience rather than a rebuttal of direct cinema's assumptions and attitudes. Regretting the missed "poetry and power" of the older films, in a note he wrote on the night before the final mix of How the Myth Was Made, he "hoped a film that went to the heart of this matter might help." 3 This is not to say that Stoney was unaware of the difficulties that the tradition had got itself into prior to the coming of direct cinema. For example, he himself was ever willing to acknowledge that American documentary had lost its way in the thickets of sponsorship, which was, in the years after World War II, It was therefore a sound forensic ploy for Stoney to expand as far as he was able the inauthenticity charge sheet laid against Flaherty. He needed for the film's "documentary value" (as Grierson once termed it) to be acknowledged despite the manipulations. However, these were still news even to the best informed of critics. His film was received at the time of its release more as exposé of malpractice than justification of poetic manipulation:
What a shock to discover [in How the Myth Was Made] that shark hunting had been gone for fifty years when Flaherty arrived; that the harpoon wounding the shark actually hit some peat placed there for shooting; that the documentary "family" consisted of three entirely unrelated people; that telephoto lens sharply narrowing the distance between fore-and back-ground, made huge waves tower directly over the fishing boat; that such boats were no longer in use, but had in fact been much larger in the past; and that a famous pan shot, used by Flaherty to reveal the primitive terrain, stopped just before the camera would have shown (as it does in Stoney's reproduction and completion of the shot), the fields of a rich landowner-a man (and class) not even hinted at by Flaherty, a type of farming and terrain absent from his film. 9 Nevertheless, the point remains, apart from illustrating his own ruthless honesty, that Stoney's argument for the poetic potency of the film and its importance as a document of the otherwise unfilmable mentalité of the people of
Aran simply does not turn on these factors and, therefore, the validity of the documentary tradition outside of direct cinema stands:
I blush to think of all the agitprop dramas I "re-enacted" myself back in the late Forties and Fifties. Then, most of us were filming real people and situations and basing our plots on real events; but our "messages" (and there was always a message) were being determined by our sponsors. We were working in a tradition of documentary set by John Grierson's English and Canadian units which few of us questioned at the time. woman who has just given birth, in an unfeigned and deeply moving spontaneous gesture of affection and care. 11 This is surely an example of that "intelligence and sensibility" which Jean-Luc Godard held to be fundamental qualities of the camera-qualities which he felt that the direct cinema camera, "deprived of consciousness" and "despite its honesty," lacked. 12 Stoney's general point on this has to be well taken, even if the particular case But the moral dilemmas of working with "real" (that is, nonprofessional "actors") is one which has led Stoney continually to seek a better power balance between himself and those he films and, on occasion, to take the extremely radical step of forfeiting his position as documentary director altogether. Compare how Stoney's oft-repeated vision that he has spent much of his life making films on behalf of people who, in his view, should be making them themselves contrasts with the normal artistic assertion of the documentarist. As Fred Wiseman put this: "I couldn't make a film which gave somebody else the right to control the final print." 15 Wiseman insists on his copyrighted prerogatives. Even an individual frame from one of his films cannot be reproduced for scholarly purposes without his permission. 16 For all direct cinema's novel approach, it still shared with the old tradition a view of the documentarist as artist and made no attempt to renegotiate the amoral artistic perquisites Flaherty had bequeathed them.
Stoney was clearly working on a different agenda; indeed on a different planet.
His sensitivities to ethical problems in the filmmaker/subject relationship had led him to take a job as an executive producer of an experimental project at the Canadian National Film Board in 1968. Challenge for Change/Pour un société nouvelle explored the responsibilities of the documentarist more thoroughly than had ever been previously attempted. Interviewed at the time Stoney said: "Filmmakers are used to playing God….Now we are saying to them, 'Let the people tell you what they want to film. Listen to them. The film is going to be their film.'" 17 The timely arrival of the Sony Portapak, the first user-friendly cheap video cameras and tape decks, allowed this agenda to be pushed to the limit. The coming of video permitted Stoney to reveal what he thought about film and all its works:
I'd always hated the chores of filmmaking, the lab runs, the months of sound transferring and synchronizing and transcribing even before one could get down to editing. Just the cumbersomeness and lack of immediate response that went with putting things through the lab often robbed one of a complete experience of collaboration with people in front of the camera which, for me, is the great joy of documentary and is what makes it a kind of filmmaking that demands a discipline of veracity almost unknown and perhaps inappropriate to other forms of filmmaking. John Grierson, the documentary producer and theorist who established the National Film Board of Canada in 1939, recognised that the central problem for directors of social change films was not making the film but getting it to its intended audience. My hunch is that American social documentarians need to build direct links with audiences like those links that made the few productions of the early Film and Photo League so immediate and effective. When people come together with the intent of seeing a film about some subject and know there will be time to discuss it afterward, the filmmaker has a fighting chance to make his point. Change project. Two Laws starts with the filmmakers being introduced on camera: "I think you know these two, Alessandro and Caroline; they're going to help us make a film, and it's our film so let's make a good film." 23 It is. Made is nothing but a tribute to Stoney's astonishingly open-minded, and indeed brave, attempt to examine an approach to filmmaking which he had used without question for decades.
In the years that have passed since How the Myth Was Made was itself made, the moral issue raised by the inevitability of a filmmaker leaving a mark on what is filmed has become ever more important. The easy accessibility of camcorder, its intrusive sensitivity, and portability has ensured that Stoney's concerns about the effects of filmmaking on subjects remain central. Stoney's vision of a new relationship with the documentary subject based on an enhanced need for sensitivity, a veritable "duty of care" is a relevant as ever-more pressing than direct cinema's "contract with the viewer." This is not deny that the film's reception, albeit in certain limited circumstances, speaks to the viability of the old belief, which Stoney has never abandoned, that the documentary is primarily a tool for social action for audiences.
Most importantly in both its form and content, How the Myth Was Made does make the case for all those other documentary forms which had been in abeyance throughout the first phases of direct cinema. In retrospect, Stoney's film symbolizes a critical point in the direct cinema revolution. In fact, it represents a thermidor, that is the moment when the revolutionary pendulum reaches the limits of its arc and begins to return to a position of normalcy. It has still a long way to go but filmmakers are once again freely exploring a full range of documentary forms (whenever and wherever they can find the money); and, for all that audiences and critics are still in thrall to direct cinema's rhetoric and believe that only "the fly-on-the-wall" can capture reality, in the obscurer corners of the academy the worms in direct cinema's can are munching away. Eventually they will eat through to public consciousness.
As for Stoney, he is still in the business of making social documentaries and bringing people together to see them. He is still looking to film and tape to establish public agendas, to give voice and dignity to those who are unheard, to right wrongs, and preserve memory; and he still hasn't ever pretended to be a fly on the wall. Not for a moment.
Notes

